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University of Arkansas at Little Rock 
Since January 2011 Baby Boomers have started to reach age 65.  In fewer than twenty years (2030) almost one in five Americans will be age 65 or older (Vincent & Velkoff, 2010).  Research attention needs to be focused on these older adults, who will, on average not only live longer but also have more quality-of-life concerns. The like-
lihood of health challenges increases with age, especially chronic and terminal diseases as well as other limitations to 
independence (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2009). Other concerns for older adults may be losses 
of family and friends, depleted financial resources and a need for increased socialization and sense of purpose in the 
midst of change.
 Though opportunities are increasing for professionals to work in the aging community, the gap is widening 
between the increasing number of older adults and the small number of professionals.  At least for the near future, 
too few gerontologists, social workers or other allied professionals have shown the interest, knowledge, or skills for 
working with older adults (Clark, Golden, Kane, & Rosen, 2010; Hooyman & Unetzer, 2010; Rosowsky, 2004). 
 Our university social work/gerontology program, in a midsize southern city, has sought to encourage intergen-
erational learning through service learning projects.  Service learning is an excellent way to develop students’ inter-
est and abilities for working with older adults, combining not only structured learning through the student learning 
project, but also valuable service to others in the community (Gutheil & Chernesky, 2006; Hegeman, Horowitz, Tepper, 
Pillemer, & Schultz, 2002). My Life: Connect with Me is a service learning project developed by a second year student 
in the masters of social work, management of community practice (MCP) concentration that prepares students for 
macro level practice. This internship site, a disability program in a medical university, encourages participation in the 
larger community. Since this project is a collaboration which includes two separate universities, they will be distin-
guished by University One (social work/gerontology program) and University Two (disability program).  
Research Overview
 Butler (1963) introduced life review and reminiscence therapy, using older adults’ own resources to enrich their 
life perspectives through developing personal life evaluations for review and possible resolution of past conflicts. 
Life story study comes out of this interest in understanding one’s unique life, both for oneself and for others, also 
commonly seen in biographies, autobiographies, memoirs and other reflections on individual lives. Possible personal 
benefits may include a better quality of life through raised self esteem, improved coping skills, increased mental alert
Ten graduate gerontology students volunteered for a service learning project, My Life: Connect with Me, which was devel-
oped, supervised and evaluated by a graduate social work intern in a community practice internship. The social work intern 
trained volunteers in interviewing skills at a continuing care retirement community. Student volunteers’ self-reported con-
fidence in interviewing older adults was measured by a questionnaire created by the social work intern, using Likert scaling 
and short qualitative responses, as well as journaling. All student volunteers reported increases from pre to posttest, and 
the social work intern successfully completed all community internship competencies (Council on Social Work Education, 
2008). The stakeholders have moved toward a broader implementation of this project. 


































































ness, and translation of the life story into care interactions. (Butler, 2011; Haight & Webster, 2002). 
 The present life stories research project measures the efficacy of a three-hour training session.  We are 
reporting on Stage One, a pilot study with graduate gerontology students interviewing residents about 
their life stories. The interviewing site is a non-profit continuing care retirement community (CCRC) which 
includes several levels of care. These residents come from campus cottage living, independent living, and 
residential care (assisted care).  
 For Stage One of this pilot study, implemented in Spring 2011, gerontology graduate students were as-
sessed on their confidence in interviewing older adults. Ten graduate gerontology students in a Biology and 
Psychology of Aging class took part in this project for class credit. There was also an alternative assignment 
for those not wanting to take this opportunity.  Two students also decided to interview other older adults 
rather than the CCRC residents. Though both graduate student interviewers and older adult interviewees 
could decide at any time to discontinue the interviews, the project had a 100% retention rate. 
 The research question asked: Does the life story interview training adequately prepare gerontology 
students to effectively interview aging residents?  Students participated in a three-hour training session 
on life story interviewing with aging adults. This training included a tour of the CCRC facility, a general in-
terviewing lesson and role play, a guide for My Life: Connect with Me interviews (adapted with permission 
from The Benevolent Society, 2005), and an introductory visit with a selected older adult. Each student then 
interviewed their older adult from three to nine times on their own for about forty-five minute visits.  
 IRB approval had been previously obtained from University One.  Student data was de-identified and 
kept in a locked file separately from the consent forms which had been processed with each student. Stu-
dent progress was measured by six self-reported ratings of confidence in interviewing older adults (Likert 
scale, five responses from strongly disagree to strongly agree) as well as a short qualitative question at the 
end of each pretest/posttest. The social work intern, who was also the IRB primary investigator, adminis-
tered both the pre and posttests in the gerontology class.  In addition, SOAP notes (a brief assessment plan) 
and a short journaling form were completed after each interview session to monitor student experiences 
throughout the project; regular class visit follow-ups were also made for verbal progress reports.
Results
 Self-reported student confidence in interviewing older adults increased substantially from pre to post-
tests (Table 1). The group of ten students showed a favorable double digit delta percentage change of aver-
age score between pretest and posttest on all six questions. (Δ% = 100(Post-Pre)/Pre.) The questions asked: 
Feeling prepared to conduct an interview with aging adults (18% increase); Confidence in interviewing 
skills (18% increase); Knowing what to do to calm an upset resident during the interview (26% increase), 
Knowing what questions to use during an interview (41% increase); Being comfortable interviewing aging 
adults (18% increase); Feeling less fearful of interviewing aging adults (23% decrease).  
 Seven students (70%) had never worked directly with older adults. One student felt that the service 
learning project “prepared them [gerontology students] to work with aging adults and complemented tra-
ditional classroom learning.” Another student reflected: “I learned that our feelings don’t age like our bodies. 
They can become cooped up, isolated and sad, but they are still sensitive and alive. No matter our age, we 
are all people and in the end our similarities are much greater than our differences.”
 At the end of the gerontology class students offered a visual or oral presentation of their older adult’s 
life story. Students shared poster boards, short life theme summaries and even a cook book. . Five older 
adult resident interviewees also attended, coming to the class in the continuing care retirement commu-


































































class presentation. Residents reported that they enjoyed being interviewed since it made them feel “alive” 
and “useful.”  As one resident commented, “Who doesn’t like to talk about themselves!”  Staff and caregivers 
previously commented that they too had learned more about residents’ life stories, even though some had 
spent years caring for them. There has been such a positive response to this project that the CCRC is now 
working with both University One (social work/gerontology program) and the disability program at Uni-
versity Two, to move into Stage Two, training Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) interviewers who work with 
residents at the skilled nursing care level.  The information shared will be used to personalize and improve 
the quality of care for each resident. Also, the social work intern in community practice has grown in her skill 
development through this project in her concentration year internship. Her internship project competency 
goals and outcomes are listed in the Appendix.
 
Conclusion
 This pilot study is an exploratory one with a small convenience sample.  As we evaluate this life sto-
ry project, we find that three outcomes merit further collaboration with stakeholders (the CCRC staff and 
residents, the social work/gerontology program at University One and the disability program in University 
Two). First, student interviewees have increased their self-reported confidence in interviewing older adults 
through service learning. Second, the social work intern has been successful in developing her community 
practice competencies and has now graduated from the MSW program (May 2011). She continues to main-
tain her interest in a Stage Two of the project.  Third, we have discovered the great desire of both the resi-
dents and caregiving staff at the CCRC to be part of a larger community experience.  Based the success of 
this interviewing intervention, these stakeholders are now developing Stage Two, seeking a training grant. 
 Each story in the larger community is unique. We are all story tellers and learning about one another’s 
life story can help us better appreciate not only others but also ourselves.  “From one generation to the next, 
people find meaning and connection within a web of storymaking, storytelling, and storyliving.  Through 
lifestories, human beings help to create the world they live in at the same time that it is creating them.” 
(McAdams, 1996, p. 148) Community practice development in gerontology requires the ability to both tell 
stories and understand them. This Stage One report is our story. 
References
The Benevolent Society (2005).  Reminiscing manual, version 1, ABN 95 085 045. Australia. Retrieved from 
www.bensoc.org.au/uploads/documents/reminiscing-handbook-jan2006.pdf.
Butler, R.N. (1963). The life review: An interpretation of reminiscence in the aged. Psychiatry, 26, 65-70.  
 
Butler, R.N. (2011). Life review. Retrieved from http://www.hospicefoundation.org/pages/page.asp?page_
id=68058 
Clark, E. J., Golden, R.L., Kane, R.A., & Rosen, A.L. (2010).  Social work in aging: A panel of experts looks to the 
future. Aging Today. Retrieved from http://www.asaging.org/
Council on Social Work Education (2008). Educational policy and accreditation standards. Retrieved from 
http://www.cswe.org/Accreditation/2008EPAS
Gutheil, I.A. & Chernesky, R.H. (2006). Influencing student attitudes toward older  adults: Results of a service-


































































Haight, B.K. & Webster, J. D. (Eds.). (2002). Critical advances in reminiscence work from theory to applica-
tion. N.Y., N.Y.: Springer Publishing Co.
Hegeman, C.R., Horowitz, B., Tepper, L., Pillemer, K. & Schultz, L. (2002). Service learning in elder care: Ten 
years of growth and assessment. Journal of Gerontological Social Work, 177-194.
Hooyman, N. & Unetzer, J. (2011). A perilous arch of supply and demand: How can America meet the multi-
plying mental health care needs of an aging populace? Generations: Journal of the American Society on Aging, 
34, 36 - 42.
McAdams, D.P. (1996). Narrating the self in adulthood. In Birren, J.E., Kenyon, G.M., Ruth, J., Schroots, J.J.F. 
& Svensson, T. (Eds.). Aging and biography: Explorations in adult development (pp 131 - 148).  N.Y., N.Y.: 
Springer Publishing Co. 
Rosowsky, E. (2005). Ageism and professional training in aging: Who will be there to help? Generations: Jour-
nal of the American Society on Aging, 55 - 58.
Vincent, G. K. & Velkoff, V.A. (2010). The next four decades: The older population in the United States: 2010 
to 2050. Current Population Reports. P25-1138.
U.S. Census Bureau Washington. D.C.  Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/p25-1138.pdf
Table 1


































































APPENDIX:  SPRING 2011 GRADUATE MCP STUDENT COMPETENCIES/OUTCOMES*
Advanced Competencies
Masters Social Work, Management and Community Practice (MCP) Track
The following are Advanced Competencies used for Service Learning Project:
Advanced Competency #1:   Identifies as a professional social worker and conducts herself accordingly.
Advanced Competency #2:   Applies social work ethical principles to guide professional practice.
Advanced Competency #3:   Applies critical thinking to inform and communicate professional judgments.
Advanced Competency #4:   Engages diversity and difference in practice.
Advanced Competency #5:   Advances human rights and social and economic justice.
Advanced Competency #6:   Engages in research-informed practice and practice informed research. 
Advanced Competency #7:   Applies knowledge of human behavior and the social environment
Advanced Competency #8:   Omitted.
Advanced Competency #9:   Responds to contexts that shape practice.





































































































































































































* Council on Social Work Education (2008). Educational policy and accreditation standards. Retrieved from 
http://www.cswe.org/Accreditation/2008EPAS
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